Something is flowering in the forest, fields and hedgerows, of the 
bocage of Notre-Dame-des-Landes. Nestled in a landscape that 
remains under threat by the building of a new airport, an 
experimental zone is proliferating, it's called - La zad. 
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annihilated social struggles in the past. More than anything it seeks to divide the 
movement, since it can’t take away its territory. But ACIPA, the local civil society 
group, refuses to participate in the mascarade, to nicely sit together in a private 
room with “reasonable people”. What exactly would there be to negotiate ? The 
equation is simple: either the airport is abandoned, or the bocage is destroyed 
and its residents evicted. 

In parallel, and only a few hours after the rout of Cesar, a few riot vans return and 
take positions at the cross roads of the Saulce and the Ardilliéres. These check- 
points, that cut the zone into two and aim to control its entrances, remain for five 
months. The cops stand there motionless around their vehicles, without anything 
to attack or defend but the vacuousness of their presence. They powerlessly con- 
template the crowds that bypass them. They are subject to contempt, taunts and 
various types of attack. 

Despite an absurd ministry of interior decree banning all building materials from 
entering the zone, tonnes are brought in via secret paths. “ It is still possible to 
evacuate, even over such a large and difficult zone. You just have to put in the 
Means necessary” A gendarme specialising in public order confides to a journalist 
of the Télegramme newspaper, “But to hold it, that’s impossible.” 
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trees to which comrades are hanging on tight, to torment the police escorting the 
machines coming to turn the forest into sawdust. Brushing close to the cops, we 
provoke and disorient them with the tune of a traditional Breton song, or with our 
curses rising straight from our hearts rather than from political slogans .We sing, 
we discuss, we scream, we fight, we cry,we hug. 

On the other side the orders are clear: you have to mark their flesh, to break their 
irrepressible desire for disobedience. After the battle we count the wounded: a 
hundred of us, of whom some thirty have serious wounds and injuries, all 
received during Saturday alone. The shrapnel blasts from grenades, the same type 
that would kill Remi Fraisse two years later on another zad at Sivens®, pierce our 
bodies, shards stay sticking out of our skin. So that next time their painful pres- 
ence will force us into submission. But this time, there was no question of backing 
down, and every strike only reinforced our resolve. For ages. 


“Well, it was that day when it was chaos in the forest of Rohanne. What | saw there, 
the violence of the cops, it made me so angry. And since then it's not stopped 
making me angry. | could never shrug it off" 

Anne-Claude from the local committee of Blain. 


The conflict is also spreading beyond the forest, it’s becoming contagious. On Fri- 
day night dozens of tractors converge to the four crossing points of the Loire 
river, downstream from Nantes. As the evening sets in, Nante’s Cheviré bridge, that 
of Sant-Nazaire, and the ferries of the Pellerin and Basse-Indres are blocked. On 
Saturday, in front of the Prefecture of Nantes, 10,000 people take to the streets 
and throw themselves at the water cannon brought out for the occasion. 

Finally night falls in the forest of Rohanne, And then we witness the disorderly 
retreat of the police under projectiles and wolf howls. Whilst we are wondering 
what this withdrawal means we hear on the radio that the government has 
announced the end of Operation Cesar. 

We know that this is just a battle, and that the project hasn't been abandoned yet. 
We now have to face a way more subtle government strategy: The setting up of a “ 
commission for dialogue'®”, a negotiating authority that resembles so many that 


9, The Zad in Sivens resisted against a dam project in the Tarn (South of France) that would destroy 
about 50 acres of wetland and forest for agricultural irrigation. During on the night of October 
25 2014, 21 year old Rémi Fraisse, a volunteer botanist, was killed by a police grenade during 
a demonstration. 

10. This commission of dialogue invited “all actors that wished to take part” to come and discuss the 
project in order to find a solution to the conflict, It resulted in the conclusion that the airport was 
indeed a useful project (!) 
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Dozens of us find it just impossible to leave, so gripped by the intensity of the 
adventure that we are ready to desert our jobs and flats. 
* 


It's the 23" and 24" of November 2012. What has taken place here has become 
so huge that this piece of territory, suspended in time, becomes a daily topic of 
debate: from the front pages of the local press to headlines in the national media, 
via discussions in the pub to meetings in high places, the zad becomes the tempo- 
rary heart of French political life. 


“To let such a cyst organise itself, to let it set up in any sustained way, with its 
desire to harm sometimes with dangerous means, is out of the question (...) We 
will do everything so that the law is respected (...) so that the works can begin,” 
Manuel Valls, then minister of interior (now prime minister) 23 November 2012. 


Well before dawn, on Friday the 23", a cohort of mobile gendarmes silently pene- 
trates into the heart of the zad. In the dormitories bodies are swaddled in sleep- 
ing bags, packed into tight rows and resting from the great party the night before. 
The look outs on the barricades ring the alarm, but it’s too late. By the time every- 
one had dragged themselves out of deep sleep, put on wet socks and the now 
iconic muddy boots, the troops are in position around the cabins of la Chat-teigne. 
A smashed window and a few generous whiffs of tear gas thrown in and we are 
chased into the darkness of the surrounding forest. 

Before the week is up the authorities want to take back control and wash away the 
humiliation of the reoccupation demonstration. As the sun rises the tragedy is 
revealed. The Chat-teigne is entirely in the hands of the cops. At the Rosier, the 
“vigilant tractors” have been unable to stop the bulldozers, who soon rip into the 
building. In the forest of Rohanne, suspended in between earth and sky, a band of 
tenacious friends twist and turn hanging on the ends of ropes that tie them to the 
highest trees. On the ground small groups of gendarmes escort machines that 
have come once again to destroy the tree houses perched in the branches. Con- 
structed to physically prevent the forest clearance, the first phase of the works 
planned to happen just after the evictions, the treehouses have already been 
rebuilt several times this over the last few weeks, following police attacks. 

The news spreads. Many of those who on the 17" of November left with a little bit 
of the zad still inside them have the feeling that they also left a bit of themselves in 
the collective building of la Chat-teigne. Hearing of the assault they return immedi- 
ately to the forest. We are now hundreds finding ourselves amongst the gas and 
the mist. We hold ourselves together. We dance in devilish circles at the foot of the 
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n the Autumn of 2015 the government once again announced that the building 

of the airport of Notre-Dame-des-Landes was about to begin. Since then they 

have been repeating their intention to evict those who live and farm together from 
the zad'. With the combined force of the gendarme's gas grenades and Vinci's? 
bulldozer’s, they want to try to finally get done with everything that is alive and 
thriving in the bocage? “as soon as possible”. 
Faced with this renewed threat, this text is a call to defend the zad everywhere, 
and the contagious hope it contains in these arid times. The zad as _a conviction 
that it is possible to stop destructive projects fostered on us by those who claim 
to govern us. The zad as a space where different ways of inhabiting this world - 
fully and generously - are invented in the here and now. It is a hope rooted in his- 
tories we hold in common, enriched by the momentum of tens of thousands of 
rebels and relationships woven thick by time. The words that follow evoke certain 
decisive fragments of this adventure, they are like blazing bearings for the future. 


* 


We are some of the inhabitants of the zad of Notre-Dame-des-Landes and accom- 
plices in tune with its rebellion. With Mauvaise Troupe we have been working for 
several months harvesting and disseminating stories which will be published in a 
series of interviews and a book this spring. But from a sense of urgency, we have 
decided to pick up our pens to spread far and wide how important it is to defend 
the zad. In a world ruled by the ‘I’ we aspire to speak as ‘we’. But the ‘we’ here on 
these pages goes beyond us, during the telling of this story it might embody one 
of the many collective voices of the movement whose strength lies in its diversity 
and differences. This is not its only voice, but an attempt to put into words what is 
being built in common amongst us, something that can never be uprooted, the liv- 
ing entanglement of our disparate experiences and views. 


1. zad, meaning ZONE A DEFENDRE (to defend) is a detournement / hacked word play of the term 
zone d’aménagement différé which is a technical planning term for a large scale development 
project. 

2, The world’s largest multinational construction firm commissioned to build the airport. 

3. A bocage is a term for pastureland divided into small hedged fields interspersed with groves of 
trees, typical of pre 1950's France. 
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throw themselves wholeheartedly into battle. Their “vigilant tractors” multiply the 
material force of the movement, piling up bales of hay and pylons to block the 
lanes or encircling threatened buildings to protect them. The spirit of revolt that 
once breathed life into this region - from the farm-workers movement’ of the 
1970s, which together with the farmers whose livelihoods where threatened by the 
project, contributed to the start or the struggle against the airport - seems to be 
rumbling in the fields of Loire-Atlantique again. 

Local committees spring up across France, over 200 of them. They coordinate 
transport together to get people on the ground, or organise all sorts of solidarity 
actions at home: distributing alternative information, occupying town halls, rowdy 
visits to local branches of the Socialist party, opening up the Vinci toll barriers to 
provide free transport for motorway users, sabotaging building sites, holding 
demonstrations and gatherings...Every one of these gestures spreads the strug- 
gle to the national level and gives it a new dimension, the scale of which we only 
really become aware of during the reoccupation demonstration. Announced long 
ago, it was a strategic gamble to shift the stakes of the struggle. It would no 
longer be just about preparing to resist the evictions, but showing that even if they 
managed to drive us out, we would return - “a month later” - with many more, 
and build something even more powerful than what they thought they could 
destroy. 

It's the 17 of November 2012, following four weeks of demolitions and clashes, 
the cops melt away from the landscape and the space opens up for a human tide 
of 40,000 people. At the start of the demonstration the little village of Notre- 
Dame-des-Landes has been so totally taken over by the crowd that it seems that 
the hundreds of tractors might not even be able to leave and join in the march. A 
few kilometers up the road, we see countless planks and joists being passed from 
hand to hand and disappearing into the forest. Snuggling in the heart of a chest- 
nut grove a village has risen up from the ground in a single day, with its kitchen 
and workshop, dormitories and meeting rooms, its “Black Bloc Sanitaire”® shower 
block and compost loos, and its “NO TAVern” a boozer named after our sister 
struggle In the Val de Susa, against the high speed train line (Treno Alta Velocita). 
For several months this new village, “La Chat-teigne “ will be a rallying point for 
local committees, who take turns living there. That night tens of thousands return 
home with the sense that we have slain Cesar and changed the course of history. 


7. Appeasants movement born out of the coming together of industrial workers and farmers in Loire 
Atlantique (West of France), around May 1968 . It was largely inspired by Bernard Lambert's 
book The Farmers in class struggle. 

8. Another play on words, sanitary block and black bloc, a tactic where demonstrators maintain 
anonymity by all dressing in black and hiding their identity, and engaging in confrontational acts 
of resistance. 

in) 


“After the first week of the evictions, there was the initial demonstration in Nantes 
and | had to make the introductory speech, | was trembling, and suddenly | had 
this idea to list the names of all the places that had been evicted and those that 

remained. The original place names but also those made up by the occupiers 
movement ®; la Bellich’, le Coin, la Gaité, les Planchettes, les 100 Chénes, le No 
Name, les Fosses noires, les Vraies rouges, le Far west. For me it showed how this 
Zone that they claim is empty was in fact brimming with life.” 

Jasmin, Naturalists en lutte. (collective of amateur and professional naturalists who 
resist and map the zone) 


No one can pretend that they did not feel the fear and the doubts, the fragility that 
shuddered through us during those times. But then there is a moment where a 
shared certainty emerges, that if there is the slightest chance, however infinitely 
small, to be able to influence the situation that we are living through, then we must 
grab it. That certainty enables us to overcome the sleepless nights, the thick mud, 
police projectiles and the damp. It's about keeping ones head high and accepting 
that resistance is always a gamble. In that autumn of 2012, once the dice are 
thrown everything accelerated. 


* 


Every day more and more people come to the zad. At the Vacherit there is an 
unbelievable amount of supplies, so much stuff that this agricultural building that 
was given over to the struggle now resembles Ali Baba’s cavern, with its moun- 
tains of dried fruit and boots, hills of medicines and chocolate bars, warm clothes 
and battery powered radios.The to-ing and fro-ing across the zone, and our ever- 
fluctuating improvised logistics, means that the amount of vital stocks never 
ceases to change, yet never threatens to run dry. Night after night the barricades 
become more imposing, tirelessly rebuilt after every assault. Thousands of people 
spend their days living through the rhythm of the events via the live news updates 
on the zad’s website. On Radio Klaxon (which pirates the same 107.7 FM signal of 
Vinci Motorways information station) the broadcasts fill the air with news of the 
cops' positions, intercut by hundreds of messages of support that flood in from 
everywhere. 

At the market garden of Le Sabot, and then at the squatted farm Le Rosier, farm- 
ers from the four corners of the region, brought together by the collective COPAIN, 


6. The names are often puns and play on words, demonstrating the creativity of the movements. For 
instance, “100 chénes” means “100 oaks" but phonetically also “without chains”; la “vraie 
rouge” (the “true red") is a reference to the name of another place “les fosses noires”, mean- 
ing “the black pits” but phonetically also “fake black”. 
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Victory in the face of 
Cesar 


It was autumn 2012, in the bocage of Notre-Dame-des-Landes. It was the moment 
when suddenly all eyes turned towards this struggle against an airport project 
that was due to land on nearly 5000 acres of wet lands, farmland and hamlets. 
The memories of that autumn, which turned us all upside down and inside out, 
are still ripe.Whether we were near or far, we were all caught up by the intensity of 
what took place. 
It's early in the morning of the 16" of October. On a country lane bordered by 
hedgerows and engulfed by a fog of tear gas, a never ending column of riot vans 
sets off. This armada leads the demolition machines come to rip down dozens of 
farms and squatted cabins, that according to the eviction order received a few 
months before, are: “without rights or deeds” 
Back then the state seemed to have everything on its side: Massive financial 
means, over 1000 mobilised troops (geared up with state of the art equipment 
and ruled by an iron fist of discipline), mass media to broadcast its propaganda, 
and as ‘legal’ base for its authority its “Declaration of Public Utility” (planning per- 
mission for large public infrastructure projects) . Of course this airport will bring 
jobs, growth, the ecological transition and even security, in a word, it stands for all 
the fetishes peddled and guarded by those who govern over us. 
Since the first protests against it in the 1970s, and following the projects revival in 
the early 2000s, the airport has become increasingly unpopular thanks to years 
worth of independent studies and alternative information. Every year that passes 
sharpens our prying eyes and pierces the blindness. From towns to villages, peo- 
ple begin to speak out and the issues converge: climate breakdown, protecting 
agricultural land, safeguarding biodiversity and defending sites of resistance to 
the consumer desert that spreads from the metropolis. For more and more people 
the airport seems to be just a way to line the pockets of the bosses of the public 
works and construction industry, especially the main contractor and builder of the 
project, multinational Vinci. But all the usual public enquiries and consultations 
ignored the opponent's solid arguments and never risked uncovering the errors of 
those who commissioned them. Since the state royally ignores the very laws of 
which they are meant to be the guarantor, that concern such ‘developments’ (bio- 
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diversity protection etc.), the anti-airport organisations, notablyACIPA have 
brought the struggle into the courts. For years they have meticulously erected 
bureaucratic barricades of paperwork to delay the start of the construction. One 
by one nearly all the cases filed against the airport have been rejected by the 
courts. On most other fronts, those with such ragged determination end up admit- 
ting defeat and yielding to the ‘inevitable’ march of progress. But in the bocage, 
those who inhabit the zad go on, refusing to surrender and make way for a con- 
struction site. The preliminary surveys, test drilling and boring or the procedures 
for ‘environmental offsets and compensation’ are systematically blocked and sab- 
otaged. 

In the offices of the prefecture (Police/interior ministry HQ), where the project of 
the Great Western Airport is being dealt with, a police operation aiming to secure 
the area for the start of the construction has been planned for weeks. Some bright 
spark, brimming with arrogance had the absurd idea of calling the intervention: 
“operation Cesar” fitting for this land of Asterix’ On the 16" of October after hav- 
ing deployed his troops, the Prefet (local interior minister) confident that he has 
crushed the die hard opponents of the airport, declares - that “by 10am every- 
thing was over.” He clearly has not quite figured out yet the determination that is 
facing him. 


* 


Since that early 16" of October morning facing the cops, there is us.. At first we 
are few, but already we are strong, thanks to the deeply anchored nature of this 
struggle and the multiple encounters it has already generated. 

We are groups of ‘squatters’ who steadily arrived in the bocage following the invi- 
tation from the “residents in resistance” collective. We became attached to these 
lands in resistance, to the winding paths that we wander searching for mushrooms 
and blackberries, to the adventures and celebrations, to the collective work days. 
We frantically run around our homes and cabins wielding makeshift shields and 
climbing gear to perch in the treetops, with stones, fireworks and a few Molotov 
cocktails to push back the assaults, lemons to protect ourselves from the tear gas 
and laptops to counter the mainstream media propaganda... We run and run, in 
the deep mud, breathless, trying to hamper the police’s manoeuvres and then we 
vanish behind the hedgerows and into the thickets that we have got to know so 
well. We wait for hours under the pouring rain crouching behind barricades that 
burst into flame as the troops approach. 

We are the original residents and farmers of the zad, for us the idea of leaving 


4, Asterix the cartoon character is based in Brittany and the region. 
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this place has always been inconceivable. Despite the never ending pressure and 
the precarity of an unknown future, we resisted this long so that we could keep the 
gardens that we tender, the ties with our neighbours, the farms that work to the 
rhythm of the milking hours and the joy that the ever changing light of the bocage 
gives us. We were not directly threatened by this first wave of evictions thanks to 
a deal that was struck at the end of a long hunger strike in 2012 and that still pro- 
tects, provisionally, the houses which remain legal. But without hesitation, we 
opened our homes and barns turning them into refuges and logistics bases, from 
where we can resist together. 

We are from the surroundings, some seasoned activists, others farmers in soli- 
darity or just neighbours suddenly disgusted by the situation. We meet in a barn 
called ‘la Vache-rit’® deeply convinced that in this moment we have an active role 
to play. We are armed with are piles of dry socks, cameras to film the evictions 
and witness police violence with, banners and biros to write angry letters, and 
chainsaws to reinforce the barricades with a few sacrificial trees. Amongst us are 
many elders carried by the memories of fierce struggles that this region has seen, 
resistance which has already cost “France’s economic power” dear, such as the 
cancelling of three planned Nuclear Power stations in the last 20 years, at Plogoff, 
le Pellerin and le Carnet. We too are facing the gendarmes, our bodies blocking the 
roads. 

We are a community of struggle coming into being. 


* 


At first the barricades between us and the cops feel like frail structures. Built out 
of junk in the speed of the night from the carcasses of old cars and used tyres, 
hay bales and everything we can get our hands on, what materialises from them is, 
above all, an increasing intractableness. 

Our first victory during those endless days and nights, is that faced with such a 
vast deployment whose sole objective is to corner us into giving up and running 
away, we hold our ground, whatever the costs. Our first victory is that we defend 
ourselves, despite the fact that nothing enables us to forsee victory. 

Despite this, several of the zad’s buildings are rapidly reduced to ruin, even the 
last bits of rubble are taken away in a skip. It's as if they wanted cleanse even the 
final fragments of our memories. But many other places under threat remain 
standing. 


5. A play on words — meaning nastiness and laughing cow. 
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